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Abstract 
Disaster resilience, considered as the ability to cope and respond efficaciously in adverse circumstances, plays a cultural role 
during disaster management and the displacement phase.  
The aim of this paper is to give a sociological conceptual framework to enhance the operative capacity of disaster and cultural 
resilience during times of displacement, relocation and prevention. 
Through the analysis of two case studies, the last two major Italian earthquakes, a representation of multicultural approach to 
disaster and cultural resilience could be provided.  
The understanding of these issues can be facilitated by the elaboration of an analytical model based on a sociological continuum.  
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1. Main text  
Introduction  
Natural disasters and human-made crises have always been present through the history of mankind. They have 
had profound and dramatic effects in all the communities they impacted, because they shook the structure of formal 
and informal relations, which characterize society itself.  
They also had effects on the organization and the process of adaptation of the community affected by disasters, 
thinking, for instance, of the necessity of the modification of daily habits during the displacement and relocation 
phases.  
According to the American and German literature on the topic, (Clausen et al. 1978; Quarantelli, 1990), disasters 
can be defined as social and community processes, considering their implications in terms of organizational 
structure and negative consequences, when crises happen in a society that is more or less prepared to cope with an 
emergency.  
The aim of this paper is to identify a theoretical framework and methodological context, based on sociological 
and anthropological issues related to multicultural phenomena and their approaches to disaster and cultural 
resilience; this piece of writing is also aimed at the implementation of the operative capacity of disaster and cultural 
resilience during times of displacement, relocation and prevention.  
In these last few decades, Western countries and European Nations have been affected by a change to the 
previous social structure due to the phenomena of immigration.  
The massive process of immigration to Italy started at the end of the 1990s, when many people came from 
Eastern Europe, in particular people arrived from the war zones of Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina to the oriental 
coast of Italy.  
It is useless to say that during this period, many social changes, in terms of conflicts with local and hosting 
communities, territorial rivalries and different cultural perspectives and interpretations, came to light.  
Starting from that time, Italy has been involved in further processes of immigration, with people coming from 
European and non-European nations. It also changed the emergency response to natural disasters and crises due to 
the multicultural context that has been defined in relation to the immigration process. This also highlights deep 
implications for disaster management, displacement, relocation phase and disaster risk reduction actions.  
 
1. Disaster and cultural resilience from sociological perspective: a theoretical and methodological proposal  
  
The crux, in the area of disaster management, disaster risk reduction and disaster prevention is signified by the 
cultural interpretations and representations of the single ethnical and social group. (Fabietti, 1999) 
What is important to say is that the process of sense and meaning making, within the contexts of an emergency, 
crisis or disaster is influenced and oriented by cultural background (Button, 2010)  and cultural practices, which are 
quite specific for each ethnical group.  
According to the anthropological literature on the fieldwork (Fabietti, 2013), ethnicity represents a fundamental 
issue of identity;  in other words, ethnical identity is the social and cultural process of construction of identity and its 
features, boundaries and human potentiality. 
Specifically, identity could be considered by referring to two levels of analysis (Amselle, 1990), which are 
internal and external levels. 
The first one identifies the relations between similar cultural groups and individuals with similar cultural 
backgrounds, while the second considers a person within a cultural background and the relationship with the general 
culture of the community where the person lives.  
 Ethnicity shapes the image of a single person and social groups who are part of that specific group and this 
process can often be conflicting and complicated by the personal attitudes and relations with their own cultural 
groups.  
This issue becomes a core topic within the area of disaster management because of the contemporary social 
composition and multicultural structure of many Nations.  
Furthermore, if we think of disaster as a cultural product of the specific society where it happens, we should 
focus on the cultural attitudes and habits that are usual for a typical  community. This issue has been well addressed 
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by Miller (2007) when she studied the impact that displaced people had on the hosting community after the 
hurricane Katrina and hurricane Rita. Cultural approaches to disasters and disaster resilience need to consider the 
community and cultural aspects, which are interconnected to the social structure of the society and the previous 
characteristics of the specific social groups.  
In this context we can refer to some crucial theoretical and methodological points in question: 
1. cultural identity is an individual as well as communitarian process, made possible by the process 
of shaping and negotiation among people  
2. ethnicity should be considered as an important inclination in terms of sense and meaning making 
of a disaster and disaster resilience practices  
3. ethnicity and cultural aspects influence the emergency response, displacement, relocation and 
reconstruction phases as well as the process of disaster resilience and prevention resilience  
4. ethnicity referring to a specific social group, could represent a “stigma” that the people need to 
face off and cope with for an efficacy cultural and personal disaster management. Peek (2011) 
well documented these feelings in Muslim Americans after 9/11: “In fact, the persons I 
interviewed reported that they regularly encountered confusion, stereotypes, and harassment as a 
result of their minority religious state.”  
5. cultural resilience is well represented by what Ullberg (2013) named, the ambivalent relationships 
between resilience and (social- cultural) historical, collective and social memory. Specifically, she 
states that: “One can assume that the extraordinariness and singularity of a disaster shapes the 
ways in which such events are ascribed meaning in particular manner – there is no prior 
experience or memory to articulate new experiences and memories”  
6. cultural resilience is also addressed by the construction of place identity and place attachment 
processes, which are contextualized in multicultural contexts. These last processes are 
fundamental for all people: “I don’t know where my family is… I done lost everything. The place 
where I grew up at, that’s gone. My high school-gone. My elementary school-gone. I can’t never 
bring my kids and show them where I come from.” African American woman, twenty eight years 
old, in Weber and Peek (2012) 
7. groups of power and their different definition of cultural resilience and good practices in terms of 
emergency and disaster response. This issue leads to the need to focus on the possible 
marginalization of those social groups that are less involved in the dynamics of organizations and 
institutional power 
8. ethnicity and cultural approaches also affect the disaster narratives and its risk communication and 
resilience communication practices. In this context Anderson (2011) explains that: “Individual and 
collective experiences of specific disasters, however, cannot be left in abstract terms, As common 
as they may be, natural disasters lie far enough outside the human experience of “normal nature” 
that they must be endowed with their own meaning when they are encountered, which can only 
happen through inscription within the existing cultural systems. Through personal experience, 
disasters cease to embody abstract opposites of normal life and become extraordinarily concrete 
events with very real effects at every level of individual and social life.”   
 
These eight points are considered for the analysis of a multicultural approach to disaster and cultural resilience, 
intercultural risk communication, disaster resilience communication, referring to the last two Italian earthquakes and 
a secondary analysis conducted by the collection of articles, papers, interviews: the Abruzzo earthquake (southern 
Region of Italy) in 2009 and the Emilia - Romagna earthquake (northern Region of Italy) in 2012.  
The first earthquake occurred on 6th April 2009 (5.8 -5.9 Richter) and caused much structural and social damage 
as well as the death of 308 people. The second one occurred on 20th May 2012 (5.9 Richter) and 27 people died.  
Although the magnitude of these earthquakes was almost the same, the impact on the landscape, environment and 
social communities was different due to the various aspects of social organizations, economic and political profiles, 
and population density: this last feature was the most important in the understanding of the number of deaths.  
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Regarding the multicultural context and immigration phenomena, the data shows that, in the Abruzzo Region, 
there were 69641 immigrants at 1st January 2009 (http://demo.istat.it/strasa2009/index.html), while in Emilia 
Romagna there were 454878 immigrants (http://demo.istat.it/strasa2012/index.html). 
The significance of the relationships between the immigration phenomena and cultural resilience practices come 
to prominence when organized tent camps and temporary housing solutions were built in the aftermath of these 
earthquakes: many conflicts became visible during the displacement and relocation phases and whilst living in the 
organized tent camps. .(Weber and Peek, 2012) 
Sociological perspective could help researchers and practitioners focus on the theoretical and symbolical 
implications of these issues better. Thinking for a while of the importance of daily habits and their differences 
according to ethnical identity and cultural group identity.  
In the aftermath of these two Italian earthquakes, what were very conflicting on a multicultural level were the use 
of communal space in the organized tent camps and temporary housing solutions; the timing of the day; the use of 
showers and toilets and the timing of breakfast, lunch and dinner.  
All these phenomena could be interpreted according to the theoretical and methodological continuum from micro 
to macro sociological approaches. (Izzo, 1991)    
Specifically, from a micro perspective, we should consider and analyze the sense of action within the structure of 
daily life practices, the roles played by people according to their gender and social position and the importance of 
identification of cultural practices and meanings, which are shared among the members of the same groups, but that 
may be known by all the displaced people, for example.  
From a meso-perspective, the attention should be focused on the cultural resilience practices and their 
relationships with anonymity and the organizational structure of the community affected by disasters. The adaptive 
capacity and cultural resilience can be shaped by the different interpretations and cultural representations of ethnic 
groups but these were often not shared between the different social groups (the immigrants and the local population) 
and the institutional agencies responsible for the disaster management.   
In particular, the L’Aquila earthquake could be thought of as a “militarized earthquakes”, where many daily 
activities and common practices in some of the organized tent camps were directed, for the most part, according to 
military and top-down visions. Instead of this, even if problems came up in the aftermath of the Emilia Romagna 
earthquake, they were managed by a more bottom-up approach, which allowed immigrants and the local population 
to live during the displacement and relocation phases in a different and shared way.  
Finally, from the macro sociological perspective, for the cultural resilience practices and disaster resilience 
actions which need to consider the multicultural context in operations, focus should be on the functionalist and 
structural theories, which understand the community as systems of social relations, combinations of mutual 
practices, systems of power and resources access, systems of social roles, social functions, cultural meanings, and 
ties of support and trust among the local population, immigrants and the institutional agencies.  
 The analytical model that could also be used as an observation template for further field research 
programmes is based on the sociological relational approach elaborated by Donati (2009), where attention is mostly 
focused on the social relationships between various social groups.  
According to this perspective the present proposal is based on a mixed-model approach, which is interdependent 
between the eight factors of ethnicity, cultural resilience and disaster resilience as explained before and the social 
relationships considered at meso-level in a context of multicultural disaster resilience practices.  
 
Conclusion  
In this paper it has been supposed that what we need in this specific area is an operative and practical reflection 
on the typology of social relationships established among diverse ethnical social groups at a time of disaster 
management and the importance of the role that culture and cultural resilience plays when referring to macro area: 
• needs assessment and evaluation for the improvement of prevention actions and communication campaigns 
considering the issue of intercultural communication and marginalization phenomena to be avoided (Brislin 
and Yoshida, 1994) 
• the role played by adaptive capacity, which is cultural oriented and specific for each ethnical group 
• the role that cultural orientation plays in the field of disaster risk reduction, where the focus is on the 
cultural definition of risk as well as disaster resilience 
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• the role played by ethnicity in terms of shared living practices, common daily activities and traditional 
habits  
• the social representations and the collective images of different social groups 
• the need for specific training courses for emergency volunteers, emergency personnel, professionals, 
institutional agencies and researchers to fully understand the skills and competencies required in disaster 
management and its related phases, such as displacement, relocation and prevention, in a multicultural 
context  
What mostly emerged from the secondary analysis of these two Italian earthquakes and the theoretical analysis 
conducted through the consideration of cultural and ethnical aspects, is the need for specific training for people who 
are involved at different levels within the disaster management process and the needs of intercultural 
communication programmes that help all the members of a community to know and understand the cultural 
practices of prevention and resilience in a  multicultural living context.  
Finally, one of the most important instruments that could be done for a sharing, implemented and culturally 
oriented disaster risk reduction is a risk and resilient communication through the educational paths in the schools. 
This actions could consider the previous model of analysis and its points in question for further application in the 
observation and evaluation of preventive training activities and information campaigns, in the fieldwork of disaster 
risk reduction and the improvement of disaster resilience in multicultural contexts. A draft of the instruments of 
template observation is provided.  
Instruments considers the role of ethnicity in cultural resilience process and disaster management from 
sociological perspectives: 
 
Step 1: Context of multicultural communities and societies: 8 Points /Indicators: 
1. Cultural Identity  
2. Ethnicity and disaster resilience  
3. Ethnicity and cultural aspects of emergency response, displacement, relocation phases   
4. Ethnicity as cultural factors for an efficacy cultural disaster management  
5. Cultural resilience and historical, social and collective memory  
6. Cultural resilience and the construction of place identity and place attachment processes  
7. Groups of power and cultural resilience  
8. Ethnicity, cultural approaches and disaster narratives 
 
Step 2: sociological level of analysis and evaluation of the previous eight Points/Indicators at three different 
levels: macro, meso, micro  
 
This instruments could be used within participant, direct or indirect observation (Cellini, 2008) in time of mitigation 
and prevention to understand better the features of the community at risk (population, ordinary people, stakeholders, 
emergency professionals) and its possible social resilience.  
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